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The	 title	 of	 Quinn’s	 Guardian	 essay	 is	 ‘Made,	 marred,	 mollycoddled	 and	
inspired…how	writers	 have	 been	 shaped	 by	 their	 mothers.’	 In	my	 critical-creative	
investigation	 into	 the	 mother-daughter	 relationship,	 viewed	 mainly	 from	 the	
perspective	of	the	daughter,	the	focus	of	interest	is	on	the	‘ill’	and	‘marred’	aspects,	
the	potential	toxicity	in	the	relationship.	From	that	first,	fundamental	separation,	the	
cutting	 of	 the	 umbilical	 cord	 at	 birth,	 through	 separation	 anxieties	 that	 lead	
daughters	 continually	 to	 seek	 reconnection	with	 their	mothers,	my	 interest	 lies	 in	
the	‘constant	interaction	of	love	and	hate’,3	that	is	never	satisfactorily	resolved	when	
a	mother	 is	physically	or	emotionally	absent	from	her	daughter	 for	any	reason,	 for	
protracted	periods	of	time	or	forever.	Several	twentieth	century	women	poets	have	
written,	 from	 the	 daughter’s	 perspective,	 of	 the	 disrupted	 relationship	 with	 the	
mother.	Elizabeth	Bishop	wrote	of	 losing	a	mother’s	watch.4	Sylvia	Plath	compares	
her	 relationship	 with	 her	 mother	 to	 an	 ‘old	 barnacled	 umbilicus/…Fat	 and	 red,	 a	
placenta’.5	In	the	course	of	my	work,	I	refer	in	passing	to	several	contemporary	poets	
																																																						




















‘My	 Sister’s	 Sister’,6	two	 of	 Pascale	 Petit’s	 collections,	 The	 Huntress,7	and	Mama	




daughter-speakers	 exploring	 a	 maternal	 relationship	 damaged	 by	 mental	 illness,	
absence	 or	 death.	 They	 write	 in	 the	 voice	 of	 the	 daughter;	 both	 poets	 create	
daughter-speakers	who	are	committed	to	reconnection	with	mothers	lost	in	mental	
illness	—	in	Petit’s	case,	the	mental	ill	health	of	the	mother;	in	Hill’s	case	that	of	the	
speaker	 of	 the	 poems.	 This	 reflects	 my	 aim	 to	 examine	 the	 mother-daughter	
relationship	 from	 the	 viewpoint	 of	 the	 daughter:	 ‘daughterhood’	 rather	 than	
‘motherhood’	 as	 the	 primary	 focus.	 While	 concentrating	 on	 the	 daughter’s	
perspective,	 I	 recognise	 that	 all	 mothers	 have	 also	 been	 daughters,	 a	 perspective	
that	 is	 explored	 in	 the	 poetry	 of	 Carol	 Ann	 Duffy.	 I	 undertake	 analysis	 of	 a	 small	
selection	 of	 Duffy’s	 mother-daughter	 poems,	 to	 show	 that	 her	 speakers	 are	 both	
mother	 and	 daughter,	 revealing	 how	 these	 two	 perspectives	 come	 together	 in	 an	
exploration	 of	 the	 inter-generational	 nature	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	
grandmothers,	mothers	and	daughters.	Duffy’s	mother-daughter	poetry	reflects	the	
‘Russian	doll’	 nature	of	 this	matrilineal	 relationship,	 the	ovum	 that	will	 potentially	
become	 the	 grand-daughter	 being	 already	 present	 in	 the	 ovaries	 of	 her	 foetal	
















‘Great	 Grandma	 Gouda’.	 In	 close	 reading	 of	 Carol	 Ann	 Duffy’s	 poems,	 I	 was	
encouraged	to	conclude	my	creative	section	with	a	sequence	of	poems	 inspired	by	
my	 relationship	 with	 my	 own	 daughter	 after	 she	 was	 diagnosed	 with	 malignant	
melanoma,	 reflecting	 on	 how	 this	 catastrophic	 event	 impacted	 upon	 our	
relationship.		
	
In	 the	 course	of	my	 research,	 I	 examine	how	Petit	 and	Hill	 employ	 the	 role	of	 the	
fetish	 as	 substitute	 for	 the	missing	 desired	 object,12	the	 loving	mother.	 I	 also	 look	
closely	at	the	role	played	by	mirrors	and	masks	in	constructing	a	daughter’s	identity,	
and	how	these	relational	mirrors	are	obscured	in	a	flawed	relationship.	I	show	how	
these	 are	 elements	 of	 the	 poetry	 of	 Hill	 and	 Petit.	 The	 range	 of	 my	 research	 is	
reflected	 in	my	own	body	of	 creative	work,	 ‘Alternative	Mothers’,13	the	 inspiration	
for,	and	creation	of	which,	influenced	by	my	reading,	I	refer	to	throughout.		
	
The	 literary	 tradition,	 historically	 dominated	 by	 male	 poets,	 is	 the	 environment	
within	 which	 women	 poets	 must	 work	 —	 it	 is	 Duffy’s	 ‘fluent	 glittery	 stream’	 of	
poetry.14	In	 considering	 the	 place	 of	 women	 poets	 within	 this	 literary	 heritage,	 I	
make	a	detailed	exploration	of	the	sonnet	as	a	subsidiary	of	the	stream	of	poetry:	a	
traditionally	masculine	 form	that	women	have	adapted	 to	meet	 the	needs	of	 their	



















































with	 the	 drafting,	 redrafting	 and	 editing	 processes	 of	 creative	 writing,	 ‘theory	
imbricated	within	practice’,19	culminating	 in	 the	creation	of	a	 substantial	 collection	
of	 poetry.	 The	 psychoanalytic	 and	 feminist	 theories,	 and	 theories	 underpinning	
mirrors,	masks	 and	 the	 fetish	which	 I	 interrogate,	 furnish	 a	 body	of	 knowledge	 to	





in	 the	 preface	 to	 the	 creative	 section,	 ‘Alternative	Mothers’.	 Researching,	 reading	
and	 analysing	 the	 way	 contemporary	 women	 poets	 have	 written	 about	 the	
mother/daughter	 relationship,	 and	 exploring	 that	 most	 complex	 and	 ambivalent	
relationship	 in	 my	 own	 poetry,	 afforded	 Nelson’s	 ‘substantial	 insights’,21	based	 in	
‘experiential,	 haptic	 knowledge,	 performative	 knowing,	 tacit	 and	 embodied	
knowledge’,22	a	 form	 of	 what	 Nelson	 sees	 as	 fluid	 knowledge,23	not	 codified	 but	
learned	 from	 lived	 experience.	 These	 ‘substantial	 insights’,	 and	 my	 ‘lived	
experience’,	 inspired	 my	 poetry	 collection,	 ‘Alternative	 Mothers’.	 These	 critical	
























































































































































(masculine)	octave	 followed	by	 sestet,	by	 inverting	 the	 traditional	 form	 to	present	
the	 sestet	 first.	 Arguably,	 Dove	 uses	 the	 device	 as	 a	 political	 separation	 from	 the	
canonical	 establishment	 as	 Demeter	 reacts	 against	 her	 own	 separation	 from	
Persephone,	who	must	 be	with	 Hades	 for	 half	 the	 year.	 Starting	 and	 ending	with	




grief	 represents	 ‘a	 winter/of	 my	 own	 making’	 suggesting	 guilt:	 Demeter	 feels	









will	not	bear/it…’	Placing	 the	 line	break	at	 ‘bear’	 strengthens	 the	mother-daughter	
link,	the	mother	has	‘born’	the	daughter	before	this,	physically	and	metaphorically.	
She	cannot	‘bear’	the	daughter	again,	and	she	cannot	‘bear’	the	pain	of	 loss	at	the	




I	had	always	 read	 the	Persephone	myth	as	an	allegory	 for	 the	seasonal	changes	 in	
the	 year,	 and	 of	 course	 it	 is;	 but	 after	 reading	 the	 human	 story	 in	Dove’s	Mother	
Love,	 I	 became	 interested	 in	 the	 Demeter/Persephone	 myth	 at	 the	 level	 of	 the	
mother-daughter	 relationship,	 how	 the	 daughter’s	 role	 is	 also	 to	 wait	 and	 to	
reconcile.	I	explored	this	in	my	poem,	‘The	Patience	of	Persephone’,	inspired	initially	
by	the	painting	‘A	Game	of	Patience’	by	Meredith	Frampton.42	Images	in	the	painting	
bring	 to	 mind	 the	 Persephone	 myth:	 the	 apples	 and	 grasses,	 the	 harvest	 scene	
outside	the	window	all	reminiscent	of	autumn;	the	black	king	turned	up	on	the	table	
allegorical	 of	 Hades.	 But	 the	 woman	 playing	 the	 card	 game	 is	 a	 real	 woman,	
someone’s	 daughter:	 in	my	 poem,	 Persephone,	 the	 daughter	 of	 Dove’s	 sequence.	
My	poem	tells	the	story	from	the	daughter’s	perspective,	shows	how	protecting	the	
mother-daughter	 relationship	 is	 a	 powerful	motivator	 for	 a	 daughter	whilst	 at	 the	
same	time	it	 is	 in	danger	of	becoming	a	frustrating	self-sacrifice.	The	mother	‘can’t	
have	what	she	most	desires,/that	lost	part	of	herself’,	the	daughter	who	was	at	one	









































































































































Carol	 Ann	 Duffy’s	 poetry	 explores	 the	 mother-daughter	 relationship	 from	 both	
perspectives,	 recognising	 that	 a	mother	 is	 also	 a	 daughter,	 a	 daughter	 a	 potential	
mother.	She	often	explores	the	relationship	through	the	metaphor	of	coldness,	and	
of	the	effects	of	cold	in	a	loving	maternal	relationship,	explicit	in	three	poems	from	
her	 collection	 The	 Bees:	 ‘Cold’,	 ‘Snow’,	 and	 ‘Crunch’.60	In	 the	 sonnet	 ‘Cold’,	 the	
daughter-speaker	 is	 remembering	 the	 winter	 day	 she	 built	 a	 snowman,	 ‘my	 toes,	
burning,	cold/in	my	winter	boots’,	and	contrasting	this	natural,	bitter	cold	with	the	
restorative	warmth	of	 the	mother	calling	her	 in	 ‘from	the	cold’,	 the	warm	 ‘kiss	 for	
both	cold	cheeks,	my	cold	nose’	an	antidote	to	the	bitter	cold	of	the	snow.	But	no	
extreme	of	cold	matches	‘the	February	night	I	opened	the	door/in	the	chapel	of	rest	
where	my	mother	 lay,	neither	young,	nor	old,/where	my	 lips,	 returning	her	kiss	 to	




for	 reflection,	 to	 use	 wisely	 ‘the	 gift	 of	 your	 left	 life’:	 ‘gift’	 is	 an	 uplifting	 and	
optimistic	ending	to	a	poem	about	death;	and	a	recognition	that	this	‘gift	of	your	left	
life’	has	come	originally	 from	the	mother.	 ‘Crunch’	 is	a	similar	poem,	but	 from	the	
vantage	point	of	a	mother-speaker—the	daughter-speaker	from	the	previous	poem	
become	 the	mother-speaker	 of	 this	 one—reflecting	 again	 through	 the	medium	 of	
the	 snow,	 on	 her	 relationship	with	 her	 own	 daughter.	 The	 daughter	 ‘runs	 outside	
into	the	cold’,	suggesting	through	‘outside	into	the	cold’	that	the	space	outside	the	
care	of	the	mother	is	a	space	of	potential	danger;	the	mother-speaker	follows	‘from	
the	 kitchen,	 in	 my	 hand	 an	 apple/I	 was	 about	 to	 peel	 and	 core.’	 In	 ‘Cold’,	 the	







the	 fruit	 and	 vegetable	 peeling	 depicting	 sustenance	 between	 a	 mother	 and	 her	
daughter;	 then	 between	 the	 daughter-become-mother	 and	 her	 own	 daughter,	 a	












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	 	 	 wolves	leaping	through	the	air	
[…]	
she’ll	go	on	all	fours	for	him	
	 	 	 he’ll	bite	her	by	the	scruff	
the	bed	his	watering	hole		
	 	 	 for	all	the	night-beasts	
you	are	mine	he	repeats	
	 47	
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































In	 this	 section	 I	 consider	 how	my	 research	 into	 critical	 theory,	 and	my	 reading	 of	
Petit,	Hill	and	Duffy	influenced	the	creative	aspect	of	the	work.	As	I	researched	Hill’s	
and	Petit’s	use	of	 the	 fetish,	 I	was	empowered	to	explore	this	 in	my	own	poetry.	 I	
looked	at	tools	my	mother	used	to	fulfil	the	role	of	wife	and	mother,	and	examined	
the	 relationship	 of	 daughter	 to	 mother	 through	 those	 tools.	 In	 these	 poems,	
museum	 artefacts	 replace	 the	 absent	mother	 in	 a	 longing	 to	 reconnect	 with	 her.	
‘Churning’,	 ‘Spooning’,	and	‘Your	Hands’	are	three	poems	that	explore	the	fetish	 in	
the	 mother-daughter	 relationship.173	Unable	 to	 recognise,	 in	 my	 relationship	 with	
her,	my	mother	as	a	woman	with	desires	outside	 the	domestic,	 I	 remembered	her	
best	through	the	things	she	used	in	her	everyday	life	as	a	farm	labourer’s	wife.	These	
poems	 attest	 to	 the	 distant	 relationship	 she	 maintained	 with	 her	 daughters.	 In	
‘Churning’,	 the	mother	 is	 an	extension	of	 the	 family	 task	of	making	butter,	 almost	
another	sibling	in	the	line.	The	‘wooden	(butter)	pats	on	a	cold	board’	are	the	tools	
she	uses	directly,	 and	 they	are	hard	and	 cold	 representations.	 In	 ‘Spooning’	 she	 is	
the	handle-end	of	a	spoon	used	for	discipline.	In	‘Your	Hands’,	the	daughter-speaker	
is	 aware	 only	 of	 the	 hands,	 and	 the	 tools	 they	 hold.	 The	 dialogue	 in	 this	 poem	 is	
imagined	 only:	 the	 silent	 ‘if’	 beginning	 stanza	 4	 attests	 to	 this:	 ‘[if]	 Asked…’	 The	
question	has	not	actually	been	asked.	All	the	objects	in	these	poems	may	be	seen	as	
museum	 artefacts	 in	 an	 exhibition	 of	my	mother’s	 life.	 The	 churn,	 the	 spoon,	 the	
tools	for	cleaning	eggs	can	be	seen	as	‘fetishes’	for	the	lost	and	desired	object,	the	
loving	mother.174		 The	 relationship	 is	 transposed	 onto	 her	 tools	 for	 work,	 things	 I	
have	 endowed	 with	 ‘the	 strong	 life	 of	 the	 inert’,175	artefacts	 for	 forming	 butter,	
cleaning	 eggs;	 or,	 in	 ‘Spooning’,	 for	 crowd	 control,	maintaining	discipline	 among	 a	
recalcitrant	 brood.	 Love,	 affection,	 the	 mutual	 recognition	 that	 comes	 from	 ‘the	
necessity	of	 recognizing	as	well	as	being	recognized	by	 the	other’,176	is	nowhere	 in	













the	 role	 of	 daughter-become-mother,	 I	 was	 inspired	 to	 apply	 these	 issues	 to	 the	
mother-daughter	 relationship	 in	 my	 own	 creative	 work.	 In	 ‘Code’,	 a	 father	 has	
suffered	a	cerebrovascular	accident	following	the	death	of	his	only	son.	Drawing	on	
Petit’s	 use	 of	 animal	 imagery,	 I	 used	 an	 eel	 as	 metaphor	 for	 the	 challenge	 of	
communicating	 with	 the	 father	 whose	 speech	 centre	 has	 been	 impaired	 by	 the	
stroke.	I	used	an	adapted	Oulipo	exercise,	N+7,	to	choose	the	father’s	words:177	
	
Lipstick!	toadmouse		 trapmouse	 	 	






























meaning	 of	 birth	 dreams’	 and	 in	my	 interpretation,	 of	 giving	 birth	 to	 a	 son:	 given	
that	dental	dreams	in	males	are	symbolic	—	for	Freud	—	of	male	masturbation,	and	
that	male	 dreams	of	 having	 teeth	pulled	by	 someone	else	 are	 symbolic	 in	 Freud’s	
work	 of	 castration	 anxiety,	180	it	 seemed	 a	 short	 creative	 leap	 to	 conjoin	 Freud’s	
metaphorical	claims	for	dental	dreams	in	women	with	the	male	genitalia;	hence	my	
interpretation	 of	 dreaming	 of	 the	 birthing	 of	 sons.	 Having	 rid	 herself	 of	 the	
unwanted	 daughter:	 ‘…a	 daughter/will	 be	 the	 death	 of	 a	 mother’,	 the	 mother	
dreams	of	having	her	teeth	pulled	in	this	poem,	a	metaphor	I	have	constructed	for	
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Vigils,		 	 Lauds,			 Nones,	



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Pickled	Walnuts	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































19th June 1962 
 
Dear Mr.and Mrs._____, 
I am very sorry indeed at your terrible 
(lsos) loss.  
 
Nothing one can say can be of much 
comfort to you. Only those who have had to 
bear such things can fully understand. 
Those of us who have children can try to — 
no more, I suppose, than that. Try as we do, 
we simply cannot fully understand, I am 
sure. 
 
However, we feel for you and yours very 
deeply indeed, and are sorry you should 
have to undergo such harrowing experience. 
May you be given (strngth) strength to see 
over this affliction. 
 






























































































































































































































	 	 	 not	nearly	enough	
	






























































































Lipstick!	 toadmouse		 trapmouse	 	 	










Listless!	 	 listless!	 tonsil-worm-work	







Liversausage!	 	 stare-wands	 	 	

























































































































































































































































We’ll	see.	 We	will.			 We		 	
wait.		 	 Wait.		 							Just	wait.	
	 	
	 172	
Foreshadow	
	
What	the	sea	gave	me	was	tears,		
its	pulse	and	throb	a	sobbing.		
I	skimmed	the	mirror	of	its	skin	
to	a	place	where	the	future	was	a	notice		
pinned	backwards	on	a	board.		
I	thought	of	you	somewhere	out	there,		
our	minds	meeting,	yours	a	granite	cliff	face,		
mine	fragile	as	skin.	In	that	moment	I	faced		
	
how	it	could	be	at	the	end:	a	longing		
like	child	birth,	like	hope;	a	hole	in	the	heart		
of	being.	And	the	sea	will	steam	as	the	sun	sets	red,		
hissing	and	I	will		be	anger	and	I	will	be	vengeance		
and	the	grass	will	bleed	and	the	earth	will	turn		
vampire	and	I	will	be	emptied,	knowing	there	is		
nothing		
after	this	final	betrayal.	
	
	 	
	 173	
Scream	
	
There	is	a	scream	inside	me	
that	turns	Edvard	Munch’s	scream		
into	an	emoticon,	an	OMG.		
	
My	scream	is	made	up	of	the	breath		
of	grandmothers,		
of	grandmothers’	grandmothers,		
the	breath	of	every	woman	who	put	the	tiniest	stitch		
into	the	fabric	of	your	DNA,	even	that	woman		
	
who	dropped	the	stitch,	purled	a	knit,	lost	her	way		
in	the	pattern	so	she	made	a	hole	for	a	mole		
to	crawl	through.	There	is	a	scream	inside	me	
that	I’ve	locked	away	so	tight	you’ll	never	hear	it.		
	
One	day	it	might	escape.		
On	the	dark	side	of	sanity,		
a	butterfly	is	flapping	its	wings.	
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The	Moles	
	
Their	moleskin	pants	are	designed	by	Molinari.	
They	buy	their	Rayban	shades	at	Sunglass	Hut.	
	
They	mine	the	soil	in	nice	suburban	gardens	
to	use	it	raising	hills	on	grass	well	cut.	
	
They	use	white	sticks	in	subterranean	tunnels,		
in	daylight,	leave	them	in	the	brolly	stand.	
	
They	carry	a	brace	of	useful	on-board	shovels	
so	they’re	ready	for	retirement	castles	in	the	sand.	
	
They	give	their	name	to	tide-breaks,	whistle-blowers	
and	pigment	patches	that	could	be	beauty	spots	
	
except	sometimes	the	patches	turn	psychotic.	
They	grow	and	grow	like	porridge	in	magic	pots,	
	
they	grow	and	grow	till	molehills	seem	like	mountains:		
big	bad-ass	moles	make	ugly	beauty	spots.	
	
They	ride	down	shinbones	like	a	sledge	on	snowdrift,	
a	game	psychotic	moles	dig	more	than	soil	
	
then	when	they’re	bored,	they	turn	to	Hammer	Horror.	
Using	Ultra-S-F-X	to	summon	ghouls	
	
they	spook	the	likes	of	leukocytes	and	lymph	nodes,	
blow	raspberries	on	the	blades	of	surgeons’	knives.	
	
They	know	they’re	marked	so	you	should	see	them	party!	
High	on	shots	of	morphine,	they	live	their	lives	
	
like	a	dance	macabre	under	theatre	lights.	
Moles	won’t	give	up	the	dance	without	a	fight.	
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The	Worst	Cocktail	Bar	in	Manchester	
	
Waitresses	dressed	as	nurses	come	to	the	tables,	
greet	you	cordially,	take	your	order:	Strangled		
Gland,	Corpse	Reviver,	Black	and	Blue,	Lacy	Legs.	
	
You	consider	Lacy	Legs,	but	settle	for	Black	and	Blue.		
You	knock	back	two	glasses,	pull	a	face,	wait	15	minutes,	
take	a	chaser.	You	look	around,	see	people	downing		
	
orange	cocktails,	yellow.	Babs	sips	a	blue-white	liquid		
like	breast	milk.	You	pour	another	glass,	retch,	hold		
your	nose,	keep	it	down.	Something	in	it	smells		
	
like	aniseed	only	not	quite.	You	swear	you’ll	never	drink		
Pernod	again.		You	save	the	last	shot	for	just	before	the	scan.	
Really,	you	say,	this	is	the	worst	cocktail	bar	in	Manchester.		
	
You	try	not	to	lick	your	lips,	begin	to	feel	the	blood	heat		
coursing.	On	the	way	home	you	ride	with	the	windows	down.	
I	ignore	the	December	freeze,	drive	with	my	gloves	on.	
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Just	Because	
…all	my	life	I	wanted	to	meet	you	and	because	you	were	
late	by	three	weeks	and	the	cocktail	I	drank	while	I	waited,	
nervous,	for	you	to	arrive	slid	down	my	throat	like	orange	
frogspawn	while	I	gagged	over	the	stainless	sink	and	
because	when	you	did	come	you	chose	the	secret	hours	
for	our	bonding	and	because	you	came	with	a	name	
so	I	felt	as	if	I’d	known	you	all	my	life	and	because	
meeting	you	made	me	feel	I	had	achieved	something,	
like	the	first	woman	ever	to	do	it	so	that	I	was	too	high	
to	sleep	after	and	because	back	in	the	ward	in	the	
next	bed	was	a	woman	more	aware	than	me	of	the	way	
the	sand	runs	quickly	and	because	I	noticed	her	empty	
crib,	grieved	her	empty	womb,	I	just	wanted	to	say…	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
